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READING IS REALITY
Robert L. Trezise
Michigan Right to Read Coordinator
Michigan Department of Education
Foreign language instruction has had,
as everyone knows, a tough struggle of it
in this country. Unlike some of the
European countries, where children often
learn to speak other languages quite
fluently, children in this country usually
remain resolutely mono-lingual, unless, of
course, they come from homes where
another language is spoken. Oh, most of
us took two or three years of another
language in high school or college. But
after a few years lapsed, while we usually
still could conjugate a few irregular verbs,
we ceased to be able to use the language
in even a minimal sense.
The problem is, as I see it, that acquiring another language in this country
remains pretty much a purely academic
activity removed from much reality. For
most of us, even though our teachers
admonished us that one day, when we
traveled to France, we'd be glad we knew
some French, or that German would
enrich our cultural heritage, or that we
would need two years of Spanish or some
other language to get into college, or that
studying Latin would increase our understanding of English - in spite of all these
legitimate enough admonitions, we still
didn't learn to use these languages very
well, because learning another language
just didn't have much real meaning in our
lives at the time we were learning it. And
learning all those basics . just wasn't all
that intrinsically interesting either.
There's an analogy here, I think, to
reading. McLuhen has made a valuable
point. As everyone knows by now, he
says we live in a non-print-oriented
society, and most of our communications
come to us verbally or through such hot
media as television. So most of our population these days spend much more of
their time watching TV; and much less
of their time perusing the printed page.
And this lack of a print-orientation is
even more severe with children, especially
economically disadvantaged children, who
come from homes where printed material
exists scarcely at all. Newspapers·, books
and magazines may seldom be seen in

some homes; and the child may only
infrequently - if ever - be read to or see
someone reading. Reading, therefore, is
virtually a foreign experience; and learning to read, like learning a foreign language, lacks any kind of reality.
Naturally, like the foreign language
teacher, we admonish the youngster that
reading is important - in fact even crucial
to school and life success. But when
learning to read lacks much real meaning,
such admonitions don't take. So all too
many students proceed along through the
grades, at best acquiring some basic wordattack skills (like we learned to conjugate
verbs), but really not learning to read in
the true sense at all - that is, comprehending what they read.
It is unfortunate that so many youngsters come to school without any experiences with printed materials or lacking
in the broad range of verbal experiences
that seem to be so essential for learning
to read. But in my view, we tend to compound the problem of reading instruction
lacking much reality by focussing almost
exclusively on word-attack skills without
attempting to place the acquisition of
these skills in the broader context of
language arts and a total reading experience. Thus, we have children trying to
learn skills that are essentially foreign to
them. Learning about consonant blends
without understanding the meaning of the
reading process itself is a rather obscure
and even arcane activity - sort of like
teaching someone who's never been in
the water how to keep his toes pointed
when diving.
No one would argue that readers have
to acquire basic decoding skills (although
some students may acquire these skills
with very little formal instruction). As a
matter of fact, the research seems to
suggest that especially for youngsters
who are likely to have some difficulty
learning to read, these skills should be
taught systematically and sequentially.
But not, I would maintain (and I think
many others would too), in the absence
of other reading and reading-related activi78

in learning to read as an ear for music is
for learning to play an instrument.
It's hard for me to imagine a good
reading program that doesn't make extensive use of a school library. We live in a
Golden Age of Children's Literature, and
the wonderful world of these magnificent
books for youngsters should be seen as a
vital, not extra, part of a child's reading
instruction.
Further, children should be encouraged
to write notes to one another, to do
creative dramatics activities related to
their reading, and to see other children
and the adults around them in school
enjoying reading.
These all may seem pleasant enough,
but essentially extraneous to reading instructi.on. But in my view they're not,
for all of these activities can relay to the
child that reading can be fun and has
meaning, purpose, and function. In a
word, that reading has reality.
But unless we can get this point across
to our little ones, especially those who
come to school with little appreciation
of reading, it seems to me the specific
skills will have very little effect on .their
eventual ability to carry some meaning
away from the printed page. It is no
wonder that studies show again and again
that while we are making quite good
progress at the early-elementary level in
teaching decoding skills, progress at the
upper levels, when we begin to expect
~tudents to compr~hend what they read,
1s not as encouraging. They have learned
"the skills," but not how to read.
Actually, both the state and federal
governments are now recognizing this allimp~r~ant side of reading instruction by
prov1dmg funds for programs to motivate
children to want to read. Both RIF ( the
federal program) and the Paperback Book
rrowam (The stat~ ~ffort) say to us tacitly,
Deme to read 1s related to ability to
read."
The RIF program (Reading Is FUNdamen tal) attempts to motivate youngsters by letting them keep the attractive
books they themselves select. But giving
the books to the children is only a part

ties. After all, it is probably true, as
Halliday observes, children do not learn
language independent of its functions 1
and this observation applies to learning
to read as well. We can learn to read only
if we can see its functional purposes. Or,
as Frank Smith says:
As long as children see print as
purposeless or nonsensical, they
will find attention to print aversive
and will be bored. Children will not
learn by trying to relate letters to
sounds, partly because the task does
not make sense to them and partly
because written language does not
work this way ... reading is not a
matter of decoding letters to sound
but of bringing meaning to print. 2
Ye_t, in response to "the reading crisis,"
and m our zeal to do a better job of
getting more children to learn to read
well, we have tended to focus even more
on all of the atomistic word-attack skills
an_d to the point that the specific reading
skills have paradoxically sometimes almost
driven reading out of the curriculum.
What's the answer to this dilemma?
Certainly not to drop teaching the basic
skills. But the answer does involve several
approaches.
First, reading instruction from the
earliest levels should include a heavy
stress on comprehension skills. Teaching
for comprehension will suggest to the
~hild that reading is taking meaning, not
Just sounds, away from the printed page.
And the more a child gets a feeling for
the meaning of reading, the better. Even
with children who still cannot read themselves, comprehension objectives can be
taught, if we read to them, and then
encourage them to talk about the selections and even make inferences about
what they heard read. A book like The
Amina/ (sic), for example, can be a wonderful vehicle for getting 1i ttle children
to have a great deal of fun speculating
about the problems of mis-communication, and in the process, they're learning
to make inferences.
In addition to using books as a basis
for discussions with children, and tQ show
them that books can be fun and functional, reading aloud to children will
develop a sense of the rhythms and
cadences of words and sentences. In this
way, children may acquire a "reading
ear," which is undoubtedly as important

1. Michael A.K. Halliday, Explorations in the
Functions of Language. ( London: Edward
Arnold, 1974).
2. Frank Smith, "Making Sense of Reading and of Reading Instruction," Harvard Educational Review, August, 1977, pg. 387.
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of the idea. The most important part is
all the motivational activities that lead
up to the book-give-aways - like puppet
shows, creative dramatics activities, storytelling sessions, and so on. The USOE
must believe that the motivational aspect
of reading is indeed important and does
have an effect, because at the time of this
writing (the first week in October), it
looks like the appropriation for RIF is to
be increased from six to nine million
dollars.
The state's Paperback Book Program,
now in its fifth year and presently funded
at a $550,000.00 level, suggests the same
thing - which in the dictum of Matthew
Arnold two centuries ago: "If you want
children to learn to read leave books
around."

In order to "take ," instruction has to
make sense to the learner. Reading is no
exception. Yet too often, in our desire
to get all those reading skills across to
students, we end up with reading instruction that is fairly foreign and meaningless
to the student.
I believe that if children can make
sense of instruction , most will learn to
read. Children confronted with what
often amounts to nonsensical drills and
skills are almost bound to fail. It's up to
us as reading people to make reading
instruction make sense - and have a
basis in reality.
N'est pas?

YOUR OWN ARTICLE ABOUT
READING, LANGUAGE ARTS,
OR LITERATURE. PRACTICAL
IDEAS WELCOME!
Manus~ripts should be submitted in
dupl 1ca te. to:
Dr. Bonnie Schulwitz, Editor
THE MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
52 Benton Road
Saginaw, Michigan 48602
Spring is sue deadline:

80

March 1, 1979

